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The Famine Early Warning System (FEWS) of USAID was born in the mid-1980s to monitor conditions of food security in Sub-Saharan Africa.  From the beginning, remote sensing was used to identify areas of drought impact on agriculture, to supplement sparse data collection networks on the ground. USGS, NASA, and (later) NOAA were enlisted as partners of USAID for work in this area.  The current 5-year phase of the activity, which began in 2000, places increased emphasis on networking of individuals and organizations at sub-national, national, regional, and international levels, hence the new name: FEWS NET.  Food security analysis for FEWS NET is now done principally by Africans in Africa.  The scientific monitoring of drought and flood threats has evolved in this direction as well.  USGS now employs African regional scientists in Niger, Kenya, and Zimbabwe for FEWS NET.  They are well positioned to interact regularly with colleagues at regional institutions, like the Drought Monitoring Centers and AGRHYMET, as well as national meteorological and hydrological services.  They actively participate in seasonal climate outlook forums, as well as regional pre-season preparedness and post-season “lessons learned” meetings that bring together professionals from multiple sectors. Via the internet, they participate in weekly interactive conferences that link experts in Africa, the U.S., and Europe to review imagery and forecast model output to produce an “Africa Weather Hazards Assessment” for dissemination to the international community. Furthermore, they are integrally involved in development and application of new tools to leverage traditional remote sensing of vegetation and rainfall.  Applying techniques of statistical climatology, hydrology, and GIS, they give new expression to seasonal forecasts to address questions of agriculture, hydropower, water supply, and pastoralism.  New modeling applications track the onset of rains, simulate crop water use and soil moisture, and detect the occurrence of regional flooding events.  Earlier and more specific depictions of drought and flood threats are now available for use in conjunction with market and livelihood information to understand implications for food security.  Empowering African scientists to use the latest in monitoring and modeling has led to significant advances in the development of effective applications of the technology.  This is a positive trend in early warning that should be continued and expanded.

